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The Women’s Museum in Denmark1 is a nation-
ally accredited specialized museum which explores 
women’s cultural history in Denmark and tells the 
story of women’s past and present life and work. 
This means documenting the functions women 
have had at different times but also collecting sto-
ries and testimonies of the battles women have 
1 <www.womensmuseum.dk>.
fought to improve their options and circum-
stances in society and in the home. 
The female gaze
The museum’s task is to increase the knowledge of 
women’s history as well as to increase interest in 
understanding women’s role in the development 
of society and the living conditions we experience 
today. The Museum wants to link the historical 
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abstract. The Women’s Museum in Denmark is 
a nationally accredited museum which explores 
women’s cultural history by linking the historical 
to the contemporary. The museum started as 
a grass root movement in the 1980s. Today the 
museum welcomes you to 1200 square meters of 
exhibitions. The exhibitions comprise a general 
history about women’s lives from prehistoric to 
present time where women are subject in the 
history, and a general history about the change in 
childhood with focus on gender. Add to this the 
museum shows new special exhibitions each year. 
The museum presents women as strong fighters 
and women’s work as basic for the development 
of civilisation but also the dark side of gender 
abuse. The museum works with European 
partners and with a global focus. 
keywords: womens movement, cultural heritage, 
women’s history, contemporary history, 
children’s cultural heritage, gender, equality.
resumen. El Museo de la Mujer en Dinamarca 
es un museo acreditado a nivel nacional que 
explora la historia cultural de las mujeres 
vinculando lo histórico con lo contemporáneo. 
El museo comenzó como un movimiento de 
base en la década de los ochenta. Hoy el museo 
da la bienvenida con mil doscientos metros de 
exposiciones y servicios. Las exposiciones reúnen 
una historia general sobre la vida de las mujeres 
desde la Prehistoria hasta la actualidad, donde las 
mujeres son sujeto en la historia, y una historia 
general sobre el cambio en la infancia centrado 
en el tema del género. Además, el museo cada 
año muestra nuevas exposiciones. El museo 
presenta a las mujeres como fuertes luchadoras 
y su trabajo como un elemento básico para 
el desarrollo de la civilización humana, pero 
también muestra el lado oscuro del abuso de 
género. El museo trabaja con colaboradores 
europeos y con un enfoque global.
palabras clave: movimiento de la mujer, patrimo-
nio cultural, historia de las mujeres, historia con-
temporánea, patrimonio cultural de la infancia, 
género, igualdad.
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to the contemporary in order to provide mod-
ern people with insight into how things have been 
changed and can be changed. 
The Women’s Museum in Denmark is situated 
in Aarhus, Denmark’s second-largest city. It is lo-
cated in a distinguished building built in 1857 as 
the town hall. From 1941-1984 the building housed 
the police station. In 1984 the brand-new initiative 
for creating a Women’s Museum acquired the right 
to use part of the building. The Museum grew. The 
building was renovated for museum purposes in 
1992-93. The Museum kept growing and was able 
to add a side wing in 2005, which was fitted for 
an exhibition on gender and childhood. Today the 
museum welcomes you to 1200 square metres of 
exhibitions and café. 
As you enter the Women’s Museum you en-
counter a beautiful art nouveau interior with 
granite pillars. On the ground floor are a café 
and an it-lounge. On the first floor is a per-
manent exhibition: Girls’ and Boys’ Stories. On 
the second floor one more permanent exhibi-
tion is housed: Women’s Lives from Pre-historic 
to Present Time —and a highly decorative room 
which was originally the meeting place for the 
city council. Today it is a space for rotating tem-
porary exhibitions. On the third floor rotating 
special exhibitions are also shown.
Originally —in 1857, when this town hall was 
built— women had no right to participate in the 
parliamentary work. They achieved this right in 
1909. The Museum has re-created the city council 
hall with the original furniture from 1909 and with 
stories about women who did pioneering work 
through the last 100 years of political work. 
In this way, the Women’s Museum expresses the 
very history that lies hidden in the building. This 
history tells of the exclusion of women, of women’s 
movements and of women breaking down barriers 
and assuming new positions in society. The location 
of the Women’s Museum in this building entails cer-
tain responsibilities. It is important that we tell about 
cultural roots and changes through the stories which 
lie behind the reality that women were excluded from 
many parts of society for the first years but today are 
regarded as men’s equal partners in many respects.
Facade of the Women's Museum
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A short history of the Women’s Museum 
in Denmark
The idea of creating a museum started in the 
women’s research environments of the 1980s. 
It was thought that the results of the research 
should be available to wider circles. The start-
ing point was the women’s movement in the 70s 
which reached the universities in the form of 
an interest in researching women’s history and 
women’s culture. A lot of scientific research in 
women’s history and mentality was done, books 
and magazines were produced but the target 
audience was tight. An interdisciplinary group 
of women came up with the idea of creating a 
women’s museum. In a museum women’s stud-
ies could spread wider and the research could be 
supplemented through collecting and then pre-
senting in exhibitions.
In Denmark many initiatives start with the set-
ting up of a society. We set up a Women’s Museum 
Society whose purpose was in part to establish a 
professional women’s museum, in part to create 
jobs for women. This was in 1982, when unem-
ployment among Danish women was very high. 
Rooms for a secretary were found. The first 
membership fees were spent on phone subscrip-
tions and postage. A phone was installed, a letter-
head with postal addresses and phone number 
was designed —and the Women’s Museum Soci-
ety was ready to apply to foundations and public 
grants committees. In this way, the Women’s Mu-
seum in Denmark started from scratch as a grass 
roots movement.
In the very beginning the form of government 
was extreme democracy: all members of the soci-
ety had an equal influence over decisions.
Internally, the gathering of artefacts and es-
pecially oral histories started. Audiotapes do not 
take up much room physically, but they can hold 
life stories of childhood and youth, work and ro-
mance, joys and disappointments, loneliness and 
fellowship.
Externally the lobbying of foundations as well 
as of convincing local and national authorities 
started. We succeeded in making the Municipality 
of Aarhus provide rooms and succeeded in get-
ting funding from public funds for unemploy-
ment projects and from private funds.
The Women’s Museum grew through work 
done by women of all ages from all layers of so-
ciety, educated and uneducated, who went out to-
gether and interviewed, gathered documentation, 
and built up a collection according to museum 
standards for registration and preservation.
The first collections were in the shape of action 
research. On a project concerning motherhood, we 
hired young single mothers and teamed each with 
an academically trained woman for interviews with 
women who had brought up their children as un-
married, divorced or widowed in earlier generations. 
Involvement and mirror images between women 
across generations and across the roles of inter-
viewer and interviewee was a method used by the 
Women’s Museum in the very first gathering and re-
search projects —and a method to which we still re-
turn. The Women’s Museum is an inclusive museum 
for which the idea of reaching out is important. 
Over the years many women have had connec-
tions to the Women’s Museum through different 
sorts of employment of shorter or longer duration, 
job training or activation, practice or study peri-
ods, as co-arrangers of exhibitions or participants 
in theatre and music shows, lectures or discussion 
meetings. Also many women and men have do-
nated objects to the museum’s collections, given 
interviews or in other ways contributed to the ex-
tensive amount of testimony of women’s lives that 
the museum has gathered.
This wide range of employees also contributes 
to the hospitality that guests tell us is so remark-
able about our museum. 
Social commitment is said to be typical of 
women. So let us call it social commitment that 
the Women’s Museum still believes it to be impor-
tant in a fast-moving time with globalization and 
internationalization to focus on the human condi-
tions and resources in everyday as well as in long-
term planning for the museum. 
Visibility of Women’s History
For generations women’s opportunities and rights 
have differed considerably from those of men. Vis-
iting the Women’s Museum should be like enter-
ing a world where the subjects in the history are 
turned upside down. 
Through its exhibitions the Women’s Museum 
made itself visible as a museum different from tra-
ditional museums. Make Room for Life was the ti-
tle of the first public exhibition, opened in the fall 
of 1984. This exhibition was based on the collec-
tion of life stories of women who had been alone 
with their children in former generations and of 
women educated through domestic work as maids. 
You could hear the voices and touch the objects. 
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«Lack of distance» was the phrase a journalist used 
in an article about the exhibition.
For the purpose of visibility and to get out where 
the audience was, in 1986 the Women’s Museum 
packed cars with household utensils, costumes etc. 
and set out for holiday cottage areas and arranged 
exhibitions in large tents. This untraditional way the 
museum established that it was not a local Aarhus 
phenomenon but rather a national museum. 
Several exhibitions have been opened over the 
years, most of them based on research and col-
lection. In the museum’s collections and exhibi-
tions you find ordinary objects from everyday 
lives: conduct books from serving girls; student 
caps from the first female students; certificates 
from priests, nurses and teachers; wedding dresses, 
which through the ages have been black, white 
and coloured; kitchen and scullery utensils; bags 
from midwives and visiting nurses; tools from 
hair dressers, dressmakers etc. You also find ob-
jects from women who have crossed the borders of 
expectations: paintings by pioneer artists, jewels of 
famous writers, products from female inventors, 
and scarves of immigrant women. 
The list is endless and the approach in every 
case has been the female perspective on life.
In 1989 the Danish Council of Museums eval-
uated the museum. The conclusion was that the 
Women’s Museum has professional standards in 
collecting, research and exhibitions. The stand-
ards were high enough for the museum to take its 
place among the nationally accredited museums 
in Denmark. Since 1991, funding for the Wom-
en’s Museum in Denmark has come from the Mu-
nicipality of Aarhus and the Ministry of Culture, 
and is supplemented by entrance fees, money for 
projects and private foundations
Women’s History from Pre-Historic to 
Present Time
In 2001, the Women’s Museum opened its first 
permanent exhibition. Through universal themes 
such as motherhood, work, power and powerless-
ness, knowledge and learning, the permanent ex-
hibition is built around a traditional presentation 
of history, paradoxes and provocative subjects. 
The idea is to render women proud of their gen-
der and induce respect in men for women’s long 
journey in the name of equality. 
The exhibition presents women’s responsibili-
ties and functions from the dawn of civilization to 
the present day. From goddess worship and wom-
en’s innovative work in the settlement cultures of 
the oldest times to the exclusion of women from 
churches, political power and universities as well 
as the rendering invisible of women’s history and 
knowledge in the communities, we follow wom-
en’s way back to learning and their fight for suf-
frage. Women have had much to fight for, and they 
have fought: For access to education and different 
trades, for the right to vote, and for the right to 
walk freely in the streets at night. They even fought 
Kvinder ved Havet
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for the right to cut their hair and go out without a 
hat. We show their surrender to birth technology 
and their highly specialized work in housekeeping 
—and little by little their right to be visible and 
have a voice on an equal footing with men. 
In the exhibition you see glimpses of the wom-
en’s movement from the 1880’s onwards when 
women fought for the right to education and the 
right to vote, as well as stories from the new wom-
en’s movement of which the Women’s Museum it-
self is a product.
Young people today don’t know how marriage 
on the one hand and unwanted pregnancies on the 
other were circumstances of women’s non-eman-
Birth Culture
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cipated life in earlier generations and how impor-
tant both the possibility to earn your own money 
and the right to voluntary motherhood are for 
equality. The exhibition shows posters from the 
struggle for legal abortion and examples of prod-
uct development in contraception and sanitary 
napkins. By showing a corset near a poster about 
anorexia we try to communicate that the physical 
corseting of a century ago has been abolished, but 
in recent time it has been replaced by the psycho-
logical corseting among young women with ano-
rexic lifestyles.
A breast prosthesis and wig from a breast can-
cer patient are presented near a historical caval-
cade of underwear showing the development from 
warm clothes to sophisticated bras and panties. 
R Womens movement
P Korset and anorexia
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The dark sides of gender abuse are also pre-
sented: Incest and domestic violence have their 
own small section. These are important themes to 
be presented in a women’s museum as long as they 
are secret traumas in the lives of many women. 
In this way we mention victims but we do not 
see women as victims in history. It is important 
for us to describe women as strong fighters and 
women’s work and responsibility as basic for the 
development of civilisation and society.
This exhibition is well used by adults and young 
people. But it is difficult for children to access the 
exhibition. What do children care about women’s 
suffrage or other women’s issues?
To address this question, we decided to build 
a separate exhibition about childhood. It should 
not deal only with girls. It should present gender. 
The museum worked out an idea in close co-op-
eration with the award-winning Danish architect 
Dorte Mandrup.
The history of childhood told 
as girls’ and boys’ stories
The official children’s policy in Denmark is gender 
equality. Nevertheless, the understanding of your-
self as belonging to one of two possible genders is 
a large part of every child’s identity. Children wear 
«girls’ colours» and «boys’ colours»; mostly play 
with persons of their own gender, etc. In 2006 the 
museum opened a place where children can observe 
and acknowledge the importance of gender differ-
ences and place them in an historical context. 
The history of childhood told as girls’ and boys’ 
stories is cultural history about changing in child-
hood and the changing roles of the genders. The 
leading principles behind the exhibition are: 
•	Gender	and	 identity	are	part	of	our	cultural	
heritage.
•	Gender	is	part	of	children’s	psychological	bag-
gage and of identity even though gender dis-
crimination has been abolished.
•	«Girlish»	and	«boyish»	behaviour	have	a	ren-
aissance with girls’ colours, boys’ toys, etc. 
•	For	immigrant	children	gender	plays	an	explicit	
role.
•	 In	a	global	perspective	gender	balance	can	be	a	
problem where the wish for a son is dominant 
and overproduction of male children a reality.
•	Children	can	learn	to	look	at	gender	difference	
as a resource.
The exhibition presents gender differences for 
children to investigate at their own level —an inves-
tigation which makes them wiser about themselves 
and their own actions. To acknowledge differences 
as a part of history increases freedom to act across 
gender norms, no matter the child’s own gender.
Our starting point is that children are not in-
terested in cultural history —the museum has to 
coax the interest out of them. We built an inter-
active exhibition that can be experienced with the 
whole body —by climbing on the display cases, 
letting the colours and the light seduce you, and 
by hearing and feeling.
RR History of girls and boys: treasure hunt
R Girl's room
P History of girls and boys: the boys' wardrobe
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Through histories of 14 girls and 14 boys the 
visitors encounter real cases. The oldest child was 
born in the 1850s, the youngest in the 1970s. For 
each life history there are identity cards with a 
sort of treasure map giving information about 
the child and leading to objects in the exhibition 
which the «displayed» child has owned (or similar 
to those they have owned). The children’s stories 
contain differences and similarities across gender, 
class, age and cultural background. Among the 
portrayed children are some who later became 
well-known as a composer, actor, prime minis-
ter or something else, right next to persons who 
have led an ordinary anonymous adult life. The 
children’s stories follow six themes in the exhibi-
tion: Family size and Infant Mortality, Child La-
bour, Schools, Playing and Toys, Body, Clothes and 
Health, Books and Media.
History may be rational, but it is also magi-
cal. In co-operation with the architects we built 
in magic in the exhibition around the old, the for-
gotten, the secret and the upside-down. The dis-
play cases are stacked and crooked —as in an attic 
full of secrets. In some sections you can climb on 
or crawl under the display cases. One section has 
hiding tubes where two persons can stand and lis-
ten to stories about some forbidden, naughty or 
humiliating experiences you would never tell your 
parents. These interview bits appeals to older chil-
dren. You can enter two wardrobes, one pink and 
one green with girls’ and boys’ clothes respectively. 
You can find nice clothes and worn clothes – and 
try some on. The teaching room is devoid of furni-
ture and showered in coloured lights. One room is 
turned upside-down – here you can lie on a cloud 
while children’s furniture, an owl and stuffed ani-
mals come floating down towards you. This is a 
room of dreams —a room that particularly the 
youngest children enjoy.
Visitors across generations —children with 
their mom or dad, their grandmother or grandfa-
ther— enjoy the exhibition as well. Meeting across 
the generation gap is one of the best ways of hand-
ing down history. The exhibition brings out the 
storyteller in the adults and the inquisitiveness in 
their children or grand-children.
Children learn by experiencing. From research 
of users we know that the exhibition makes chil-
dren want to learn more about their own cultural 
history —and that was exactly what we were try-
ing to achieve!
Computers, it and digital guides
Nowadays children feel more at home in cyber-
space than at museums. We address this by sup-
plementing the exhibition with it-presentations 
that relate to the persons and themes of the ex-
hibition: Computers offer more material about 
each of the 28 children from the exhibition with 
either interviews or their story written down, 
and an opportunity to find pictures and expla-
nations of the things you saw in the display cases. 
It was decided to place the computers outside the 
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exhibition-room so it wouldn’t disturb the visi-
tors’ play and hunting. 
For both adult and children we have devel-
oped digital guides with sound and a small screen 
telling more about the themes in both of the per-
manent exhibitions and also showing pictures. 
They are minicomputers, so called pda. The lan-
guage available is Danish, English, German, and 
sign language.
In the future we hope to be able to have all 
objects and all photos digitised from our collec-
tion. We are also working on digitising the huge 
number of interviews in which women from all 
layers of society and from all professions tell their 
life stories or talk thematically about a certain sub-
ject relevant to their lives. The problem will be not 
only to anonymise the interviews but also that the 
Danish language is not wide spread so only people 
in Denmark will be able to benefit from the digi-
tising of the stories.
R Role model
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 Digital guide
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The international vision 
and intercultural lives
The Women’s Museum wishes to co-operate on a 
wide international scale and exchange knowledge 
across cultures. Over the years the museum has 
shown international exhibitions with artists from 
other countries —for example French Feminine 
Art in 1986, Spanish Women Artists in 1990, Chi-
nese avant-garde in 1998, Yoko Ono Art in 2004, 
Down art from Mexico in 2007.
The museum works in eu-funded partner 
projects, for example Born in Europe, where the 
partners interviewed and photographed immi-
grant families in different European cities. This 
project ended as an travel exhibition. Generally 
the Women’s Museum want to show common 
traits in women’s lives from a global or a multi-
cultural perspective. 
Most recently an exhibition called The Jour-
ney to Denmark showed intercultural life in Den-
mark. Through a corps of role models, initiated 
in 2007, life-history interviews and objects were 
collected and presented in an exhibition about 
women of another ethnic background than Dan-
ish, about childhood far from Denmark and about 
adult life among us. The exhibition springs from a 
project with Role Models, supported by the Minis-
try for Integration and part of a broader mentor-
project with immigrant women. The mentor-net-
work matches refugee and immigrant women with 
women who are firmly established members of the 
Danish workforce. Matching is based on education, 
profession and personal wishes. Through one-on-
one meeting of equals, mentors provide access to 
their professional networks; provide appropriate 
advice regarding job applications, workplace cul-
ture, etc. The members in the mentor network au-
tomatically gain access to a varied and dynamic net-
work made up of a host of different women from 
all over the world, who have a wide array of educa-
tional and occupational backgrounds.
The museum as a meeting place
In the 25 past years the society around the mu-
seum has changed. The challenge 25 years ago was 
to make women’s history visible and to create jobs 
to women. The challenge today is to open our 
society to women from other cultures and learn 
from other. 
The museum itself has also changed. You can 
say that the women’s movement has decreased. As 
such there is not a women’s movement today. The 
media and public life still focus on women and on 
equality, focus on questions as equal payment for 
equal jobs and on maternal leave now also for fa-
thers, but you cannot find a really movement. 
The historical aspect may be the foundation of 
museum activities, but so is the topical aspect. As a 
supplement to the exhibition activities themselves 
the museum issues invitations to film and music, 
debate meetings, discussion evenings or lectures. 
Inquisitive audiences have welcomed guests as di-
verse as government ministers and mayors, as well 
as established artists and new writers, all eager to 
share and discuss. 
The Women’s Museum in Denmark is a meet-
ing place and the museum has run a cafe trough 
the years. It is a very popular café. It is also a place 
for lessons and debate meetings. Sitting around ta-
bles in a café-atmosphere is different from sitting 
in a room made for meetings. 
The role for the Women’s Museum today is to 
produce and protect the memory of the wom-
en’s cultural heritage and still bring the history 
of women into the light, so that younger genera-
tions can learn that inequality between the two 
gender is a loos of talent. The women’s museum 
offers a place where you can come and learn from 
the history and discuss contemporary problems, 
where you can be inspired by women’s creativ-
ity and learn something new about women’s lives 
and circumstances in Denmark or in other part 
of the world.
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